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Preliminary: reorienting the perspective of the reader 


In the every dag experience thinking comes as natural as walking. This in a sense is a justified 
interpretation as both are based on motor activity.! This representation of thinking as a natural 
act comes alas extended to the content or the storyline of the thought. What is thought is taken 
to be a natural outcome maybe corrected by others or the situation at hand, but despite the 
variations, still the only way to bring forth some particular understanding. The idea that there 
could be an alternative way of framing - resulting in a very different storyline, comes as weird 
and improbable to say the least. 

The following contribution will precisely do that. It will in the first place stress that different 
storylines are possible, take the Christian inspired view compared to that of Islam or of 
Buddhism or even science. 

That is the easy part. It will come harder to make accepted that storylines like the Bible, Quran 
and even the scientific depiction of the world are built on a “deeper” structure, a more 
fundamental way of framing and interpreting the world of which, the said stories are but the 
overt expressions. It will even come harder still to take yet another step further and realize that 
these fundamental patterns too are constructs with different interpretative frameworks.? That 
lies at the core of the subject to be discussed. 

But after all for the reader anxious to learn but not specialized in that matter, the most important 
step starts by abandoning the conviction that the content of a thought is a natural product. 

As an introductory example take the appreciation of God as a supernatural instance 
transcending the tangible dimension of life. This is taken for granted, this is the way gods are. 
That depiction however is the final state of a historical development. At first the ancestors were 
not thought of having left earthly life. They were still present be it in a different form. Because 
their influence was taken seriously, they became buried under the floor of the living quarters. It 
also happened that after a while the head was unearthed and situated in plain sight. In some 
tribes the mummified ancestors were part of the visible environment of daily life. In a next step 
the ancestors were housed in a dedicated building serviced by the family or a to that end 


specialized person, a priest. Food and means of comfort were offered. Only later again they got 


! Thinking is takes the form of inner verbalization. According to Vygotsky endophasy comes down to the interiorization of overt 
speech. Both, speech and thought as effects are initiated by the manipulation of physical means functioning as stimuli of secondary 
order. 

2 The different levels will become clear later. 

3 Rock tombs were meant to be visible for all people positioned on lower parts of the scenery. Observe further that to this day in 
Vietnam the influence of the ancestors is still taken into account. During the Gia-Tien ritual, part of the Tet festivities (new year) the 
ancestors are invited to participate. Showered with gifts they leave on the third day. They are considered to be deceased in a definite 
way only after the ninth generation. This is but one seemingly exotic example. There occur actually many more practices of that 
kind. For instance, what to think of Christian believers worshipping particular saints for particular occasions? Not exactly ancestors 
but testifying of the same stance: addressing people passed away in that case even long time ago. 
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attributed a divine status as such acquiring the guise of a transcendent god, the 
conceptualization we are familiar with and which we take for granted. 

This should facilitate the understanding that as natural accepted concepts should be bracketed, 
the etymologic and historical provenance questioned. This view is fundamental for the 


understanding of the explanation to come. 


Introduction 


For an animal the meaning of the Umwelt emerges out of the interaction between the primary 
motivation and the means of perception on the one hand and, the contextual stimuli acting upon 
the animal on the other. Genetic inheritance and experience from the past are important factors 
in constituting the said meaning. This condition is engrained in the organism. 

The human after all an animal too, acquired the ability to bring forth narratives. These are 
particular because in principle meaning taking the form of an explanation is susceptible to 
change. 

It will not be difficult to understand that for the mouse the smell of a cat has only one meaning 
which is impossible to resist, ergo taking flight. That meaning is unambiguous and rock solid. 
The human however is able to ponder the cause of a plight, different scenarios can be 
considered. 

It mentioned in principle to point out that it potentially is within reach but that other factors such 
as the imposed culture transferred by education could have a definitely bounding impact 
restricting the register of possible versions. 

But the bottom line remains that while all other animals are subject to a binding determination, 


the human can bring forth different meaning giving scenarios. 


That refers to the ability available. Stronger still, the human is doomed to bring forth narratives. 
It is not only a by evolution acquired luxury; it is at the same time an unavoidable fate. It 


characterizes the human condition. 


The plan 


Hence the stepping stone into the further exploration is that the human in raising an 
understanding of the world is able, even doomed to generate narratives while these can differ 


from one another in an important characterizing way. 


The first thing to explore is about the types of storylines, stressing types and not particular 
versions.* The Bible with the role of Christ and the Koran with the figures of Allah and the 
Prophet offer (more or less) different versions but both are of one type “monotheism” i.e. 
submission to the benevolence of one single divine instance.5 

Secondly, presumed that different types can be identified, it will become possible to point a 
criterion which will enable answering the question what options are there left if the Greek turn 
is omitted. 

Thirdly it will be suggested that in Western culture the individual balances between two 
discernable thinking styles. 


Preliminary observations 


1. On interpretation, motivation and heteronomy 

From contemporary anthropological view a distinction is made between a depiction or 
description of the world and, a meaning providing image. It is taken that science describes the 
world implicitly suggesting ‘in a neutral and objective’ way and ideology or religion provides 
answers into the meaning of it all. It would however be an anachronistic move applying this on 
early phases of narration. As explained in the introduction the animal is determined by internal 
and external factors such as the condition of its primary motivation of the moment and the 
occurrence or relevant fluctuations in the environment. He is caught by; he is the subject of 
occurring circumstances, hence heteronomously determined.’ In terms appropriate to the 
present explanation, the condition brought forth by the animal under the said pressure is at the 
same time a meaningful interpretation and a behavioural controlling drive. Here meaning and 
sense collapse into one. Projecting that distinction on that condition is plainly an anachronistic 
bias. 

The point is that the development of the skill of bringing forth narration can be considered as if 
a new competence is getting introduced, a new dimension in the perception, a new instrument 
however not interfering with the fundamental relational attitude. The human in that condition 
remains like all other animals subject to the circumstances happening to him hence 


heteronomously determined. 


4 The idea of the existence of storylines came quite early. In 1964 Eric Berne, a Canadian psychiatrist published a book on what he 
called the games people played in their interactions. These so called games were stereotyped strategies typical for a particular 
culture, familial tradition and Zeitgeist. The innocent woman or Cinderella, the alcoholic and yes-but... are examples. The later work of 
Foucault such as Archéologie du savoir (1969) demonstrated that the idea of cultural scripts could be extended. In the end, it became 
clear that there is the ability to bring forth such thing as a narrative but that the content or the storyline itself can be understood as a 
version determined by historical circumstances which are not noncommittal. 

5 Rather simplistic but the goal is to point out what is meant by type. 

6 Heteronomous is sometimes taken in a narrow meaning as only being determined by a divine instance. Here however it refers to be 
determined by an external instance; for animals as said the environmental circumstances, in case of the human as determined by the 
whims of the ruler. 
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Assume that an early human interprets the environment as a scene composed by animated 
agents he has to negotiate. Think of the peoples thanking mother earth for taking care and 
animals of prey for providing food. They are participants caught in an all encompassing 
dynamic, not autonomous agents yet acting at will. 

The point to be made here is that in this phase the human organism brings forth a narrative 
which is driving behaviour implying a meaningful interpretation; a move in which 
interpretation and animation are one and, the mode — narration - underlying that may be 
different the relational condition of a heteronomous relation however remains. 

2. The relevant meaning of theism 

The types which will become discussed further will also refer to different forms of theism. This 
is a perilous concept because it contains multiple dimensions. Theism unavoidable refers to a 
divine instance. That can take the function of creator of the universe, of savior, of moral 
guidance, of meaning providing instance and who knows what else. 

The only meaning of relevance here is that of determinant of meaning. 

Jainism for instance does not have an omnipotent creator however they recognize the existence 
of gods but these seem to be rather powerless. Christians on the other hand accept a God which 
is at the same time creator and savior, providing meaning to the existence on earth. In the actual 
context only the latter element is of importance. 

3. The present contribution will refer to deism, theism and whatever variant in that respect. It is 
however not the goal to discuss these matters. They will only serve the core of the argument in 
which heteronomy versus autonomy as decisive role in clarifying what if the Greek turn did not 


occur as theme. 


The framework 


The following scheme will allow discussing the necessary distinctions 


BASIS 
the ability/skil to bring forth 
displacemente hence narratives 


: PARTICULAR STORYLINES 
CONTENT TYPES Fl 


Animism expressed in Baal 
Panpsychism y ahweh 
Polytheism Zeus... 
Henotheism Brahma, Vishnu & Shiva 
Monotheism Christ 
atheism Allah 


x on Ahura Mazda 
ag pas 
ew age Sikhism 
mysticism Jainism 
Higher powers 
Science Materialism 


Philosophical anthropology 
Humanisme 
Greek approach 
Oriental/far East approach 


Super symmetry 


It all begins with the acquired ability to bring forth narratives. The hypothesis how this came 
into being is a subject discussed in other contributions.’ 

As mentioned earlier a narrative is a mode of interpretation in which giving meaning (sense) 
and explaining or describing collapse into one while maintaining the oriented relationship. The 
latter refers to the experienced condition in which the organism is caught by forces, hence 
heteronomous in contrast to autonomy.’ This is an important point as it will be shown that this 
is actually the mainstream way of the interpreting of the world by means of narratives. But let’s 
not get ahead of things. 

By this: 

- the narrative is given 


- the function of it explained 


The content of the narratives, part one: theism 


The flavours of theism 

The following step is to elaborate somewhat on the content of the narratives. The scheme 
distinguishes types and particular storylines. It shows types first followed by taking different 
particular storylines. It will be clear that in practice the latter will come as the only possibility. 
The early man will a) not contemplate on the version he will produce and, b) in no way on such 
thing as the type of narrative. He will quite spontaneously, quite “naturally” express a narrative. 
The distinction between types and storylines only fits the contemplative perspective appropriate 
to an explanation as presented here. 

On the side of the particular storylines animism and Panpsychisme should come first but in 
these cases there are no personifications in play allowing to identify particular storylines. The 
Umwelt will most probably takes the guise of a determining whole of fluctuations to be 
negotiated. It has more of a general attitude than of a storyline however taking the form of the 
latter. The following stage is cloacked in a magical mythical setting encompassing 
personification of forces (of nature) even to bring forth artefacts — totems - in the role of 
intermediaries to negotiate the mythical forces.’ It evolves into a pantheon of forces, polytheism. 
Henotheism is a next step. 

But before stepping into this it might be interesting to resume somewhat on the coming into 
being of a divine instance. In cultures respecting the ancestors as active partners, these ancestors 


were often kept in the immediate vicinity. In Catal Hoyuk for instance they were berried under 


7 For instance The Forgotten transition. 2018. Gilbert, J. 

8 From an anthropomorphizing point of view initiating a hunt could be seen as an autonomous act. The point is that the decision 
here is not based on free will but on a motivating drive, hence the heteronomous. 

9 It will be obvious that it is not the goal to offer a detailed historical development. A rough line will be set out which will allow to 
clarify the point to make. 


the floor of the house not because there was no room available outside the village but precisely 
the ancestor became appreciated as still being part of the family. Some even recuperated the 
skull, plastered it as if fleshed and ornamented it with beads and paint. The next step in this 
development is that the ancestors became housed in a building of their own, provided with the 
necessary goods and food to enjoy a comfortable stay. It is not difficult to see the origination of a 
temple. So far the remains were taken on the same level of living persons but in another guise. 
However it happened that the mysterious and ungraspable forces of nature appreciated as 
transcending the circumstances of human life i.e. divine became attributed to the said ancestors 
who as such slipped into a divine status. The housing of the ancestor became a temple for a 
godly instance. This in a few lines sketches the evolution of an ancestral presence into culture in 
which god(s) became served and worshipped. 

To round up this sidestep, a few words on presence which should be discerned from likeness. A 
crucifix on the wall is not considered to offer a reality corresponding depiction of Christ, a 
likeness. It is taken to instantiate a presence of the god. In the same sense, a holy book is not 
merely a collection of pages on which decipherable marks are presented; it is the emanation of 
and as such the presence of God himself. This is important in order to grasp what the ancestral 
presence in the end becoming a totem in a temple, meant for the believers. 

Back to henotheism. This represent a particular stage of polytheism in which a central divine 
instance attributes minor gods to particular populations. In Omride Israel existed a tension 
between the supporters of Baal and of JHWH. It was thought that Yahweh’s anger over the issue 
lead to the fall of Samaria. In the end Jaweh remained as the only god, a fierce step in the 
direction of monotheism." 

This sketched out a rough trajectory leading from animism to monotheism as types of 


narratives. 


Further elaboration into the particular storylines would not add to the explanation. They are 


mentioned in scheme to make it more understandable. 


It could be raised that the situation is somewhat different for narratives occurring in the Far 
East. First of all this contribution focuses on practices in the Western culture. But on closer 
inspection the same kind or explanation could be applied on the narratives of the Far East. Take 
Jainism, Buddhism, various sects of Hinduism and Taoism in China, none recognized a divine 
instance but all defend one or another way to reach salvation. That in itself unveils a picture of 
the human in need of salvation, a condition in which he takes the position of subject hence expressing 


a heteronomous relationship. Moreover on the level of social organization unlike the situation in 


10 It would not be correct to pinpoint monotheism to this. Parmenides of Elia also believed in one god. Elia is a place now in the 
south of Italy once part of Magna Graecia, not exactly the Middle East. 


the contemporary West in which the individual takes the front place, in China for instance the 
individual was subject subordinate to the community. This is still the situation in Japan too. 
Individuals do all what lies in their abilities to respect and in no way offend the community, be 


it friends, family or workplace. 


There is more between heaven and earth 

So far we have focussed on believing in a divine instance taking the personification of a god. 
Christians worship one God, Hindus accept at least thirty three and since the Upanishad Age 
not less than 330 million. 

It is however not uncommon that people reject that kind of instances but nevertheless are 
convinced that there is more between heaven and earth. Agnostics express ignorance about the 
existence of a divinity. For apathetic agnostics the subject of the whether or not existence of a 
god is not worth debating while plain agnostics simply testify to be ignorant on the matter. Here 
we focus briefly on the attitude of rejecting a personified god but accepting that there is more 
between heaven and earth. Of importance in this case is that these people still incline in the 
direction of heteronomy. They accept external determinants often taking a supernatural form. 
Some admit openly that there has to be some “higher” or extra-natural forces in play. They are 
in a sense believers without a god. But animism occurs often even in the case of rabid atheists. 
They speak to and treat objects as if they were animate. The computer can be ill-willed, the car is 
loved, this tool can be dangerous etc. When asked they will deny that these are really animated 
but the beliefs are not just so beliefs neither. Because the objects are addressed as if they wore a 
type of causality and responsibility only present in humans. 

There is yet another mode which generally is overlooked. The relation between an individual 
and an accepted divine instance is one of submission. The individual has to follow the will of the 
god. It expresses an attitude, an attitude which quite remarkably also can be observed in the 
relation to the so called laws of the free market." It rules and all are subject of its dynamic. 

The importance of this elucidation is the stress that the relation of heteronomy is more 


widespread and intrusive than expected. 


What has been offered so far suffices to point out the factor of importance: all those versions 
maintain a heteronomous relationship between the narrator and the instance (God) or condition 
(the emperor or the collective in the Far East) present in the narrative itself. Simply worded, the 
human is subject to external forces to which he has to submit. It should be observed that this 


actually represents a continuation of the original animal condition, heteronomy, being directed 


11 That attitude has been studied by Karl Lowith and mentioned in for instance Meaning in History; 1970; University of Chicago Press. 
The theme is also coined by Hadot in The Veil of Isis; 2006; The Belknap Press of Harvard University (p.x) and more recently 
elaborated by Harry van den Bouwhuysen, 2010, In de schaduw van God; Klement Uitgeverij. 


by forces internal like drives or external like the occurrence of a predator or a prey. Recall that 
what changed was the introduction of the ability to bring forth narratives. Observe in particular 
that through the storyline, whatever the version, heteronomy got preserved even until today in 
the relation to the free market. If the qualification natural would not be compromised by cultural 
biased connotations the condition could rightfully be called natural, or maybe less debatable 
“animal-like”. Humans are animals after all and in that case heteronomy is the default 


condition. 


There occurred however a way of interpretation deviating from this general pattern. This will be 


the subject of the following part. 


The content of narratives, part two: the deviation 


The background 

The 5 century BCE, Parmenides offers a suitable hook-in point. He argues that one only can 
express (that) “what is” i.e. being. This implies the impossibility of think of something which is 
not.!? There is only being hence thinking is not something alien to or divorceable from being; 
both collapse into one. Trying to evoke the mood let us imagine a toddler. Calling for his 
mother, he is not referring to some person over there; he does not consider his mother, his cry — 
or better still, all his being calling aloud “mother” collapses with the meaning. Similarly the tree 
is not some item in the garden provided with the label “tree”. The expression collapses with the 
very tree, the name is in a sense a dimension of the tree. It is a mode of realism pure and 
simple.’ The Turkish approach of being “var” is exemplar. “Kopek var” the sign says, not “there 
is a dog present” but “dog is” and that being collapses with the suggested presence. 

Speaking — thinking aloud — is an act. It is not something ethereal but some action performed as 
baking bread is an action. “Einai” (being) and “nous” (thinking) are an instantiation of dynamic 
oneness.'* For a good understanding we have to distance ourselves from the idea that language 
is merely an instrument which allows to refer to... We have to recall the condition of young 
children for whom language is an action, a mode of dynamic. 

Think about being read aloud in the Middle Ages (as in the class room with toddlers), the story 


acted out emanates a scene in which the listeners (children) partake lively. This condition is 


12 Jt would be anachronistic to refer to existence here because distinguishing among being and existing dates from the Middle Ages. 
There was no classical Greek term equivalent to the English “exist”. Only in the Middle Ages the Latin existere as the joining of ex 
meaning “out of” and sistere meaning “come forth, stand, emerge”. In classical Greek X is Y expresses the fact or the truthfulness. 
Something is, and that is it. The later existere refers to how something appears in distinction to the being of it. 

13 This has affinity with the qualification of realism in scholastic philosophy. 

14 “For it is the same thing that can be thought and that can be. It needs must be that what can be thought and spoken of is; for it is 
possible for it to be, and it is not possible for, what is nothing to be.” (Poem of Parmenides, translated by John Burnett, 1892) 


actually not rare. For many people it is common experience to consider speech not as an 
instrument to convey information but a mode of action collapsing with their being in the world 


at that moment in time. 


With this condition in the background the attention should further focus on two changes which 
are of importance for the development of a particular way of thinking. It should be stressed that 
these are but two factors playing a role in the turn to come. There could and probably will be 
more to it, but anyway they played in important role. 

A relationship between these can only be conjectured. But they occurred in the same era and 


show affinity in a quite remarkable way. 


1. The introduction of the concept of theory 

The following is borrowed from a contribution by Richard Parry to The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2014). It discusses the shift of a practice becoming divided 

into an aspect of tangible and observable activity on the one hand and some ethereal no 
longer direct observable content. In short it is about the evolution in the understanding of 
techne and episteme. 

Parry distinguishes three stages. 

a) In the first there is no division (yet) between theory and practice. Epistatai refers to the ability 
to perform some action while techne refers to the skill of doing it. Socrates in Economicus uses 
both terms without distinction. The function — in the sense of knowing and doing how - seems to 
be of central importance.” This becomes particularly clear by the fact that the dimension of 
knowing how not being embodied by skillful action is considered to be worthless. In Plato in 
some cases (not in all), a difference begins to appear. Techne stresses the skill as in farming, 
riding a horse, geometry, calculating and the medical practice.”® 

Note that the last of the examples refer to practices we today are inclined to see on the 
cognitive rather than on the technical side. 

b) In the second phase a clear shift is taking place. 

The action brought forth by a medic has two aspects of which the epistemic dimension 
refers to the knowledge supporting a therapeutic intervention. He knows how to 
approach the body in order to judge (knowing/epistathai) the condition being healthy or 

ill. He understands the goal of his action. That judgment is realized by looking. The term 


15 We have to realize that today we make a clear difference between both terms. To us using either one automatically relates to a 
particular meaning while for the period mentioned they should be taken as aspects or dimensions of the same unity. Not all that 
long ago the shoemaker’s craft was in most cases reserved to less gifted boys. They learned the skill through practice. Bringing forth 
perfect shoes was not based on intellectual planning and consideration but it was done, realized literally through aimed action. 
Techne should somewhat similarly become understood as a skill based on that type of ingenuity and cleverness. 

16 The meaning of empirism is also going back to the medical practice. “Peira” stands for trial, “empeiros” for skilled trying out (Cf. 
Bas van Fraassen, The Empirical stance; 2002:201) 
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“theoria” becomes appropriate because it is derived from the term “theatre” meaning 
looking to what is shown. At this point a subtle shift takes place. In Gorgias one has to 
account for its intervention so the judging of considerations becomes more prominent. 
Summarizing, the execution of a skill goes with knowledge about how to do. This 
knowing about also became communicated to the patient that would facilitate 
cooperation. As such knowledge slowly becomes a corpus of explanations and 
procedures, something in its own right hence subject of discussion. 

It moved away from the character of a craft. 

c) In the Republic V - the third phase, episteme shifts more in the direction of the skill — 
still the skill (!) — of knowing reality. With Aristotle the distinction between techne and 


episteme becomes definite. 


This not only divides which was in origin one in two parts, theoria and techne, it also sets and 
consolidates the relation between both for a quite long time. Definitely with Plato theoria 
belongs to the ethereal realm of the ideas while the technical approach focuses on providing a 


solution on down to earth problems. ” 


For us born in the Western culture providing a particular way of thinking and understanding, 
this might all come as natural. But it should be deeply realized that the condition in earlier times 
was very different, one of oneness — remember the example of the toddler; that in origin practice 
and theory were not experienced as distinct; that techne meant indeed knowledge; that both 
became distinguished was a slowly developing but complete innovation somewhat like the idea 
of transmission of information by radio waves would have been to a peasant living in the 
Middle Ages. 

This is one decisive factor: the coming into being of the appreciation of a configuration of 
thoughts called a theory as something existing in its own right. 


The importance of this may not be underestimated hence the following summary. 

In the pre-Socratic phase there is oneness, the collapsing of einai and nous (being and thought), 
techne and theoria, applying and knowing how. In the case a tool is involved occurs what 
Heidegger coins Zuhandenheid, the instrument part of the action-ready body inviting to act, the 
tension of the move taking the form of a readiness not executed yet. It is a condition of 
incorporation. In the next phase the knowing side of knowing-how becomes a subject in its own 


right seemingly ethereal, obtaining a different qualification: it becomes a theory experienced as 


17 Only quite recently the marriage with the scientific method provided techne with a creative development of exponential 
magnitude. 
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an airy-like consideration. It is a first and radical step in the becoming of the Western style of 
thinking, departing from the pre-Socratic condition of a dynamic oneness. 

One might observe that in the previous period thought about planning an action also occurred. 
Indeed, but then it was part of the whole of the dynamic, while in the new situation it becomes 
seemingly free floating, something in its own right, released from the motor dimension. 

The mentioned importance mainly lies in the fact that without this particular conceptualization 
of a thought as something discernable, Descartes for instance would not at all have been able to 
consider a thought as something brought forth by a human — his innovation - for the obvious 
reason that there would never had been existing something in that sense that could be attributed 


to man.!8 


2. The introduction of the invariable 

I took me ages to understand the particular twist situated between what Nietzsche rather 
positively called the pre-Socratic period to be the golden age and Heidegger in turn negatively 
mentioning the subsequent period becoming characterized by a “Seinsvergessenheit” (oblivion 
of being). Their statements alluded to a way of thinking which must have been different in a 
drastic way. It came to me as a conundrum somewhat similar to the understanding of quantum 
mechanics today, incomprehensible and escaping every attempt to get a hold of it. After 
struggling with textbooks on the history of the Greeks around the 5/6" century BCE by scholars 
as Snell, Onians, Ebeling, Gering, DeLey and the like for many years, the breakthrough came 
with the insights presented by Clagett and by Lloyd.’ 

As this is of central importance it deserves some elaboration. 

The thing is that a new concept became introduced and that this would have considerable 
consequences. It would open the path into the typical way of Western thought which we are so 
familiar with that it is taken for granted, the only natural way one can think while it actually is 
based on a historical introduction. But let’s not run ahead. 

How did the idea of an invariable instance come from in the first place? 

There is the fact of the introduction which is the main thing but there are different ideas on the 


origination. 


18 In the period preceding Descartes the idea of a thought already existed but it was part of the divine thought. The aim then was to 
interpret God’s idea in the right way. 

19 A similar insight can be found in Watzlawick mentioning metaphysical realism in the first chapter of the invented reality, in 
particular from page 25 onwards. Watzlawick, P. 1984. The Invented Reality. W.W. Norton and Company; and further on 
metaphysical realism see also Putnam, H. 1981. Reason, Truth and History. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 
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The interpretation of Morton and Harman 

The work of Graham Harman inspired Timothy Morton in writing “Dark Ecology” 
(2016).27 He suggests that the introduction of agriculture provides the core. He considers 
the Western culture as the living manifestation of changes in appreciating the world, 
changes introduced in Mesopotamia. A new way of providing food changed life in an 
intrusive way.?! Hunter-gatherer communities had a short term time perspective. 
Possessions were scarce. But agriculture did not only provide the immediate needs, it 
allowed. stockpiling for the future. That way a reserve of food becomes a constant 
presence.” Even in times of famine it comes considered as a lack; it refers something 
which should be there but is not (at that moment). While the previous period was 
characterized by a fluctuating immediacy and uncertain conditions, in the perception of 
the farming community some quality of being constantly present got introduced. A new 
concept entered the scene. Something continuously present, something in the sense of 
being always present — by this not referring to the stuff (crops) but to the quality of being 
always present hence invariable in that sense, got introduced in the narrative and became 


experienced as fundamental. 


The interpretation of Geoffry LLoyd 

Geoffry Lloyd (1991) takes a different point of view.” The overseas trade made the Greeks 
wealthy.” It enabled the youth to enjoy a good scholarly education, the art of debating as 
an important practice. That implied the balancing of one argument against another; in 
short they got confronted with the problem of subjectivity. It brought the need for an 
objective benchmark as criterion. Observe that — ironically - the need for what in the end 
would become called objectivity sprouts from a set of subjective opinions as breeding 
ground. In other words the highly valued objectivity is actually built on an instable 
surface of subjectivity. Cutting corners, nature seemed to offer stability or invariability.” 
So the idea of nature as the whole of what is out there got provided with a new meaning, 


nature as the prime example of that what is stable, taken to its extreme: invariable. This 


20 Timothy Morton and Graham Harman both are professor of philosophy, the former at the Rice University, Texas, the latter at the 
American University of Cairo. 

21 On the influence of the introduction of agriculture, Graeber and Wengrow (2022) offer interesting views (for instance that the 
introduction was not a short term event but took about 3.000 years). 

22 However not relevant for this story, it changed profoundly the hierarchical organization. Property claims on the reserve came into 
effect with accumulation of property, mechanisms of distribution and with owners and guards. The introduction of agriculture may 
rightfully be considered the most drastic all changing revolution ever taken place. By some, Friedrich Engels for instance it is 
considered to be the linchpin for the transition of a matriarchal into a patriarchal society, an idea on the other hand criticized by 
Cynthia Eller (2001). 

23 Sir Lloyd is a historian of ancient science and medicine at the University of Cambridge. 

24 “Greeks” as shorthand for the seafaring and trading peoples around the Aegean Sea. 

25 Tt is absolutely worth reading the original text. 
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particular meaning can be recognized in the question into the nature of a person. One 
wants to know the characteristics which define a person through time, these which are 


invariable. 


Discussion 

Both refer to a moment of introduction. For Morton that came with agriculture, for Lloyd 
with a threshold in the realm of the exchange of ideas. Both refer to a kind of invariance 
entering common thought. But whatever the causal circumstances the introduction of the 
invariable as qualitative condition is of what is of importance here. The introduction of a 
substantive signifying a transition from an uncertain and ever dynamic context in which 
subjectivity reigned into a scene in which some anchor point, something stable, something 
invariant appears. It was a completely new idea. 

This might be welcomed with surprise. Is the objectivity of the world being there as 
something that actually is - not a natural given then? In philosophy this assumption is 
known as naive realism. Naive should be understood in a purely descriptive way. It refers 
to the fact that the world as experienced is without hesitation taken for granted, for the 
natural thing. 

But recall that generating narratives as explained is based on a skill.”° It is not a sudden 
popped up ability opening a fully transparent window on what is really out there. As a 
narrative it is a vital interpretation, but an interpretation none the less. This changing 
appreciation in early Greek thinking has intrigued scholars like Nietzsche and Heidegger, 
but also contemporary researchers like Nisbett (2003), Cromer (1993), Parry (2014), Snell 
(1960), Onian (1951) and Jaynes (1976).?” 

In short, in a dynamic fluctuating tense an instance with an invariable stable character got 
introduced. Formulated differently it is an expression of “that what is” or “being that” in 
Greek hoti esti, or quite directly “existential” in contrast to “essential” a condition which 
will be dealt with further.” 

Interestingly this novelty in appreciation provides the base for the principle of excluded 


middle. Something is (hoti esti) or is not but not some condition in between.” It may seem 


26 Reference to The Framework mentioned above. 

27 Nisbett, R.E. 2003. The Geography of thought. The Free Press. Cromer, A. 1993. Uncommon Sense, the heretical nature of science. Oxford 
University Press. Parry, R. 2014 (revision). Episteme and Techne. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Snell, B. 1960. The Discovary of the 
Mind. Dover Publications. Onians, R.B. 1951/1988. The Origins of European Thought. Cambridge University Press. Jaynes, J. 1990. The 
Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind. Penguin Books. 

28 Cf. “Aristotle and Philoponus on light” by Jean De Groot (1991/2016). But this approach needs some caution as the qualification 
“existence” only came in use in the Middle Ages. 

29 This refers to the period of Aristotle; recently fuzzy logic has been introduced by Lukasiewicz and Tarski in the 1920’s, elaborated 
by Lofti Zadeh in 1965, as paraconsistential logic has been by Miro Quesada from 1976 on. 
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trivial from an actual point of view, at the time it were absolutely novel positions and 


interpretations. 


Summarizing 

The initial position held that narratives were experienced as a dimension of action. The human 
organism was alive and dynamic, and like taking a breath was one aspect, bringing forth a 
narrative by speech was another. All collapsed into one. 

This changed by an upcoming awareness that a version could take the form of a thought 
becoming distinct to the action, the thought taking the guise of a rather ethereal instance on 
itself. The theory as the instantiation of a thought became introduced. This already is an 
important shift in the appreciation of an experience. 

Thirdly, a novel concept appeared. The idea that an instance occurred which was invariable and 
as such could serve as a decisive criterion in the evaluation of a debate in which different 
thoughts found confrontation. 


That in a nutshell is what has been explained so far. 


The following step is that over time a semantic tension provoked the question into character of 
that what was esteemed to be invariable. As such hoti esti (that what is) provoked ti esti ti (what 
is that — the nature or the character of — that what is). 

This seduced into different attempts to answer. Water became suggested but also earth, fire, 
apeiron or ideas as coined by Plato. But that diversity is not the point here. Of importance is the 
pattern of the thinking involved. It comes down to: there is something provoking the question 
what is the nature of the thing that is? 

In other words the thought — remember: divorced from the action — contains a question, a 
problem in need for an answer. 

And that is exactly what characterizes the Western way of thinking since the Greeks: whatever 


occurs is considered as a problem which needs to be an answered. 


This needs emphasis because it is the core of Western thinking: a perspective on the world as a 


or as a set of problems in need of a solution. 


Take chemistry. Some matter is presented taking the form of the problem; the answer comes 


down to identifying the composing elements.*! 


50 That goes with yet another characteristic of Western thinking: a vague feeling of being goal driven. Western people do not content 
with being in the local and actual, there is an undefined urge to realise some goal. In that sense teleology is a cultural determined 
trait. As experience it differs from setting a concrete goal such as acquiring food or shelter. 

31 What in science becomes considered as basic — the invariable, shifts over time (from atoms to quarks to... for instance) 
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There is a fundamental difference between a difficulty in life which is getting solved by the 
application of implicit heuristics and the template consisting of a problem urging to be solved. 
The first is a way of doing, of practice —- remember the shoemakers craft, the feet need protection 
hence the almost instinctive engagement in the making of footwear. The second is a particular 
pattern of interpretation/understanding the situation urging to become solved initiating a 
thoughtful plan of action. Think for instance of the awakening of a dog, stretching the body and 
moving in the direction of the bowl with food. There is no planning involved. It is a movement 
which develops so to speak organically. Take on the other hand the situation of a human. It 
takes the form of a planned project: prompted by the alarm clock one has to get up, a procedure 
of washing and clothing, preparing breakfast etc. Even becoming automatic through 
habituation, it is a planning; there is a problem — getting ready to go to work in time — needing 
to be solved. 

This example could come as all too simplistic and an exaggeration at once. And this is maybe the 
case but what I am trying to make clear is the occurrence of a particular perspective in looking at 
the world. 

It characterizes the Western way of thinking which is and easy to recognize and at the same time 
difficult. Easy when compared to interpretations held by indigenous people, difficult because 
that way of thinking has already colonized most of the world. 

This way of organizing interpretation might even come hard to grasp because as Westerners we 
are born into it, spooned in with the first social contacts. It comes as natural because in the 
experience there is no other perspective at all. It is so engrained that when learning about other 
ways of interpreting the world we are inclined to appreciate these as deviant, if not even foolish, 
anyway weird, maybe a product of fantasy if not of wandering altogether. 

The aim is in no way to argue that this perspective is wrong. It is what it is, a perspective like 
any other, but nothing but a perspective after all. 

One has to consider, must realize that this is the particular way of interpreting the world: as a 
problem which has to be tackled. 

Seen this way, we do not meet people (accidentally), we have to meet people (the problem) and 
we have to do something with them (the solution to be provided). Think of a festivity (wedding, 
anniversary, New Year...) That is no a spontaneous driven gathering of people. It is something 
(the problem) to be organized (solution offering action). 

This could come as an exaggeration because it also happens that people meet by chance but if 
that results in having a drink in a pub, that is then the problem situation to be organized. 


It needs to be formulated this way to make the occurrence of that perspective clear. 
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The final step 

It could rightfully be observed that taking some event to be a problem needing solution also 
occurs in previous and in other cultures. Take the case of the city of Ur most probably originated 
as a village between 5000 and 4100 BCE, becoming a full blown city by 3800 BCE to which end 
major building constructions have been erected. Making these constructions is a problem which 
needs most probably types of measurements and calculations. Hence whatever the historical 
circumstances the people living at that time felt confronted with a type of problem which 
implied interventions transcending implicit heuristics. That cannot and need not to be denied. 
There is however a fundamental difference also occurring in respect to what could be called 
Chinese or Indian “science’*?/**. These scientific processes and products were brought forth in 
respect of the ruler, whether or not considered a vicarious deity. In the case of the Greeks 
mentioned the situation was rather nuanced. For instance Hippocrates’ involvement with 
numbers had a religious dimension. It cannot neither be denied, that the philosophy of the 
Greeks had an ethical side. It was aimed a living a good life, a condition coined “eudaimonia”, a 
happy and blissful life. But the question “what is (the essence) of that what is?” gauged into the 
true nature of what was questioned. It wanted to uncover what so far had been hidden, 
“alethea”. 

That endeavour was secular in kind. 

Here appears the difference between heteronomy and what I have called autonomy. Where in 
China discoveries which we would consider scientific were made, that was to serve the whims 
of the emperor. For the Greeks on the other hand it was a matter of unveiling the true nature, 


the essence of something most importantly the independence of subjective considerations. 


What steps have been distinguished? 

1. The thought acquired a status of its own. 

2. The question “what is the nature of that what is” following the introduction of the invariable. 
3. The world and all what happened took the guise of a problem in need of a solution 

4. The answer to be found for the sake of truth (not to serve the whims of a heteronomous 


instance) 


32 The qualification science is here used as shorthand for all those realisations transcending the scope of implicit heuristics. 

33 Concerning the Chinese approach, Nisbett makes an interesting observation “China's failure to develop science can be attributed 
in part to lack of curiosity, but the absence of a concept of nature would have blocked the development of science in any case. As 
philosopher Yu-lan Fung observes, "Why" questions are hard to ask if there is no clear recognition that there are mental concepts 
that somehow correspond to aspects of nature, but which are not identical to them.” (2003:21) 
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The deviant trajectory 


F . action, speach and thought 
The skill to bring forth ——» expressad in oneness 


narratives | 


appreciation of thought as an 
instance in its own right 


| 


introduction of the invariable 


semantic tension 


| 


what is the nature of that what is? 


| 


the question probes the truth for the 
sake of the truth in itself 


’ 


the pattern of the world as problem 
needing an answer takes foreground 
and becomes that dominant 
perspective of the Western culture 


There is yet an important observation to add. 


action/techne 
=/= 


theoria 


hoti esti 


ti esti ti 


As mentioned the goal of the Greek thinking was to unveil the essence of something. But that 


something could also be man himself, the problem needing an answer being what is the nature, 


the essence of a human being? 


The quest into the essence of the human condition as a problem to be answered i.e. explored, as 


shown in the following scheme raised the consideration — an interpretation that is — that the 


human could decide for himself. 


18 


(end of the previous scheme) 
.. the pattern of the world as problem 


needing an answer takes foreground and 
becomes that dominant perspective of the 
Western culture 
becomes Galilean object measurable 
Aristotelian object —~» inert mass i 
characterized by potentiality redifinition of the concept of object v 
intrusive impact on the way the Problem I 


world becomes explained a 
New way of understanding Le é 
causes the world (“natural Ys 


ae ension philosophy/science™ eee a 


--but revelation 
as explanation 


resulting in questioning the 
human ability to know & the 
status of human produced Problem II 


knowledge ere 
8 as variation on and 


complementary to problem I 


research into this raises the 
suggestion of integrity, freedom and 
autonomy of the human 7 
= quite different sphere to 
| submission to external 


authority or to the collective... 


heteronomy autonomy 


The said importance lies in the fact that without the perspective of problematization (I in the 
scheme) it would come hard to imagine how this insight (II) could have arisen. Heteronomy 


would not allow it as it sees the human as submitted to some external instance or authority. 


Referring to the scheme above some clarification on heteronomy and autonomy as conditions is 
in order. 

Both are merely handles allowing to make a difference. Both consist of two parts: 

a) expressing a relationship to some instance (the emperor, the ultimate truth...) 

b) and this is the difference referred to: in the case of heteronomy that instance is subjective (the 
whims of the emperor, the gods...); in the case of autonomy it occurs in relation to an esteemed 
objective condition (the ultimate truth, as nature really is taken to be... remember the 
introduction of the invariable as criterion). 

That means that heteronomy as referring to the relation in which submission to the whims of a 
subjective authority occurs, stands in opposition to a human organism in relation to an ultimate 
and objective truth — the condition nature really is in. Bringing in the earlier made statement, the 
human takes the position of an observer able to decide freely for himself. In one sentence: the 


human is a free instance pondering the nature or essence of whatever problem is at hand. 
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At this point the qualification “autonomous” is getting its full meaning referring to being able to 
freely consider and evaluate in his quest for the ultimate truth or nature. The quest as an 
orienting and thought organizing pattern is not being something to be chosen as it pleases. It is a 
pattern imposed on (by the Greeks) and as such defining the structure of the understanding 
taking the form of a representation of the world as a problem in need for a solution or an 
explanation. 

Nevertheless it should not be overlooked that with the initial ability of bringing forth narratives 
in mind, that this too is an interpretation, in this case an interpretation following from the Greek 
turn. It is important to keep that in mind and not to fall in the trap to assume that this is some 
condition naturally occurring and only waiting to become unveiled. 

As note in the margin, the scheme also referred to the redefinition of the concept of object. That 
is not really necessary to grasp the movement of importance but it is an essential step in the 
method applied in finding an answer to the problem. Therefore it could have been omitted but 


the importance is such that it should be mentioned in the background. 


This signifies the end of the historic genetic exposition. On the one hand it sketched out the 
initial condition shared with other animals, in being subject to internal and external 
determinants, drives and environmental circumstances. On the other hand in the case of the 
hominid which would evolve into the human, the introduction of the ability to bring forth 
narratives got mentioned with in mind that the condition of heteronomy remained unchanged 
(animistic for instance). In concrete terms, the human was able to bring forth storylines but 
whatever the variance in that respect the relation in the understanding remained 
heteronomously determined. This so was said, could be considered the natural or dominant line. 
Until for the historic reasons mentioned in the text the “world” became interpreted as a problem 
in need for an answer, an explanation on what could be considered the essence or the nature of 
being. Cutting corners, this deviation finally resulted in the view on the human as a by 
autonomy characterized organism. He could in principle determine the content of the storyline, 
in other words determine “freely” the course of personal and community life. “In principle” 
because factors such as imposed life scenarios on the level of culture (tribe and family) also play 
their role, but despite these influences he is able to do so. On the level of personal belief systems 
think of the Christian monastic leaving faith behind and opt for a secular way of life. On the 
level of communal organization think of war economy bracketing liberal principles and the free 


market and taking a directed communal organization.“ 


34 As was the case in Germany during WW I. 
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The previous schemes focussed on the flow on the level of the content. Rounding up this part we 


focus on the shift from heteronomy and autonomy. 


Animal level 


Interpretation of the Umwelt 
determined by the condition of 
primary motivation and 
environmental circumstances 


Human level 
Human level 


Interpretation based on narratives, 
animism, panpsychism... 


> heteronomous 


> heteronomous 


Greek turn > heteronomous 
Introduction of invariable in the 
narrative 


Provokes the question into the 
nature to be solved. 
The fate is to accomplish this 
problem 


> heteronomous 


An answer -—a narrative that is - 
holds the insight that the human can 
compose himself the narrative 


> an awareness of 
autonomy 


The human is doomed to bring forth narratives => heteronomy 


He is able to determine the storyline => autonomy 


So far for the theoretical frame, what about the practical side? How is this experienced in real 
life? That will be the subject of the following paragraph. This contribution will find completion 


by answering the question ‘what if that deviation had not been taking place?’ 


In practice 


In real life the experience of the human formed under the pressure of the Western culture slides 
over a continuum. Referring back to the case of a gathering, one of the poles is taken by the 
inclination of social animals to gather. It could be called authentic, even natural however as 
already mentioned some caution is in order using that kind of terminology. The other pole is as 
explained taken by the perspective of a problem which has to be solved or tackled. This view 
could be called strategic, procedural or planning. 

In real life, organised as it is in a civilisation, people are driven to meet but they at the same time 


consider it as a task to fulfil, a problem to be tackled. These inclinations might come in varying 
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degree. Some will engage whole heartedly in the event, others will be organizing in military 
style, others again will find their feelings somewhere in the middle enjoying the satisfaction of 


gathering at the same time organizing the event. 


The point which had to be made in this contribution is drawing the attention to the fact that this 
type of interpretation, problematizing the world, is the characteristic pattern of the Western 


civilization deeply influenced by the Greeks. 


What if the deviation hadn't happened? 


That is actually not all that difficult to imagine. There was not only the Greek style determining 
the way of thinking, there was also the ever becoming stronger force of the Judeo-Christian 
influence and further mixed forms such as neo-Platonism. This is not the place to delve into the 
history but there is an obvious main dynamic to see: the tension between both tracks. Augustine 
of Hippo bridging the 4" into the 5 century stressed the importance of the religion. Thomas 
Aquinas in the 13 century realized already that the Greek inspired way of thinking had to be 
taken serious. Both facts allow translation into a tension between the trail characterized by 
heteronomy and the other which would in due time become characterized by autonomy. 
Meaning derived from a divine instance versus meaning built on progressive problem solving 
questioning. 

Assuming that the Greek turn would not have happened, the impetus to know in function of 
unveiling the true nature would not have been taking place as meaning already was provided 
by the divine instance by means of the script.%* This begs the question into how intrusive the 
research would have developed under these circumstances. Would the particular perspective 
developed by figures like Galileo and Newton have been possible?** Difficult to answer but one 
thing is certain: the impetus to probe for a nature corresponding depiction would have been 
unlikely because conflictuous with the heteronomic framing by religion holding and providing 
all answers. 

There are cases serving both lords. There are scientists following the method and the expected 
habits of the profession strictly while in the end pretending to engage into a different level 
allowing them to recognize a divine intervention. Newton and Teilhard de Chardin are but two 
examples. This condition of cognitive dissonance became tolerable by the technique of 


compartmentalisation. 


35 Actually also the case for the Quran and in part for the Veda’s. 
36 Would for instance the redefinition of what an object was, the transition of the Aristotelian appreciation into the measurable inert 
mass as used by Galileo have been possible? Further, Newton was a devote Christian but his thinking testified of the Greek way. 
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